Describing language assessments for school-aged children: A Delphi study
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ASPECT I
(Modalities and Domains)


	Term and definition
	Examples of assessments 

	
Spoken Language:
Language exchanged verbally, or via an alternative in situations where peers would typically use verbal communication (includes pre-linguistic communication). 

(American Speech and Hearing Association, 1993; Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013).
	
· Assessment of spoken communication via a single mode (single-modality) e.g. speech-only or AUSLAN.
· Assessment of spoken communication via multiple modes (multi-modal) e.g. key-word sign or aided language stimulation.


	
Written Language:
Language exchanged through text (print) or via an alternative in situations where peers would be typically be reading or writing. 

(American Speech and Hearing Association, 1993; Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013).
	
· Assessment of written communication via a single mode (single-modality) e.g. Text-only.
· Assessment of written communication via multiple modes (multi-modal) e.g. Text with symbol support.


	
Semantics: 
Understanding and expression of words and word meanings (e.g. vocabulary, word retrieval, lexical meaning). 

(American Speech and Hearing Association, 1993; Apel, 2014; Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013; Dockrell & Marshall, 2015; Paul & Norbury, 2012).
	
· Knowledge of vocabulary words is assessed by having the child name a series of pictures.
· A sample of a child’s language is analysed for number of different words (NWD) or type-token ratio (TTR).
· Semantic knowledge is assessed by asking the child to give synonyms and antonyms for different words.


	
Morphosyntax: 
Understanding and expression of different word forms and the order and combination of words in sentences. 

(American Speech and Hearing Association, 1993; Apel, 2014; Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013; Dockrell & Marshall, 2015; Paul & Norbury, 2012).
	
· Sentence structure is assessed by asking a child to point to pictures that represent a spoken sentence.
· A sample of a child’s language is analysed for MLU and Brown’s Grammatical Morphemes.


	
Social Abilities and Discourse (Pragmatics): 
Giving and making meaning in social context or communication for social purposes.  Includes:
· Pre-linguistic communication e.g. facial expression, joint attention, gesturing etc.
· Communication intentions/purposes e.g. requesting, commenting, greetings, asking questions, giving reasons, making predictions etc.
· Non-verbal communication e.g. understanding emotions from body language and facial expressions.
· Non-literal language e.g. inferences, idioms, metaphors, jokes, sarcasm etc.
· Matching communication style to social context e.g. adjusting communication style between friends and teachers.
· Conversation conventions e.g. topic selection, topic maintenance, conversational turn-taking etc.
· Text cohesion e.g. verbal fluency (mazes and incomplete sentences), transitions between sentences/paragraphs etc.
· Text organisation (discourse or macrostructure) e.g. Narrative structure (story grammar), episodic structure etc.

(American Speech and Hearing Association, 1993; Apel, 2014; Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013; Dockrell & Marshall, 2015; Paul & Norbury, 2012).
	
· Information on the range of communication functions for which a child communicates is profiled during a parent interview.
· Narrative structure (story grammar) and text cohesion are assessed during a narrative retell task.
· Non-verbal communication and conversation conventions are observed during a conversation between the child and the SLP.

	
Meta-Abilities: 
Ability to think about own thought processes and understand how to regulate these processes for effective learning. Includes:
· Meta-cognition: Knowledge and use of strategies for managing and self-monitoring own learning.
· Meta-Language: Knowledge of phonemic (phonemic awareness), morphological/syntactic (meta-syntactic) or text-level (meta-narrative) rules in relation to own skills; and ability to effectively apply these rules for improved performance. 
· Meta-pragmatics: Knowledge of social conventions in relation to own communication and ability to apply this knowledge to improve communication with others.

(Kamhi, Masterson, & Apel, 2007; Larson & McKinley, 2007; Law, Campbell, Roulstone, Adams, & Boyle, 2007; Starling, Munro, Togher, & Arciuli, 2012)
	
· A child is asked to describe strategies that facilitate their own learning or performance (meta-cognition).
· A child describes the features of a narrative story and their understanding of what constitutes good narrative structure (meta-language).
· Phoneme awareness skills are assessed by asking the child to identity the number of phonemes in words (meta-language)
· A child is asked to identify what they would do in a given social situation and why (meta-pragmatics).

	
Executive Functions:
Collection of related cognitive processes necessary for execution of goal-directed, controlled, purposeful behaviour. Includes:
· Inhibition (self-control): Ability to focus and attend to tasks through suppression of inappropriate thoughts, comments and behaviours.
· Emotion control (self-regulation): Ability to manage emotions for goal achievement and task completion.
· Working memory: Ability to retain, process and manipulate pieces of information for short periods of time to complete required tasks.
· Organisation: (strategic planning) Ability to use organisational strategies for task completion e.g. envisioning the end product, planning steps to complete tasks, identifying solutions to problems etc.
· Mental flexibility: Ability to integrate prior knowledge and experiences or effectively apply of different rules for different situations.
· Sustained attention: Ability to maintain attention to tasks despite distractions or fatigue.

(Hyter, 2003; Montgomery, Magimairaj, & Finney, 2010; Serry, Rose, & Liamputtong, 2008; Singer & Bashir, 1999; Ukrainetz, 2006)
	
· Auditory working memory is assessed by asking the child to repeat strings of numbers or words.
· Organisational skills are assessed by observing a child in class while they plan out a project by setting goals and identifying steps involved.
· Inhibitory control is examined through a task that requires the child to read names of colours written in coloured ink that does not match the word that’s spelled out i.e. the child must say the colour they see, as opposed to the word that is written.

	
Comprehension: Understanding of information, knowledge and ideas communicated by others (includes verbal and non-verbal).

(American Speech and Hearing Association, 1993)
	
· A child’s ability to understanding and follow directions is assessed by asking the child to follow a series of instructions.
· A child’s understanding of facial expressions is assessed by asking the child to point to faces that display different emotions.

	
Production: Ability to convey information, knowledge and ideas to others (includes verbal or non-verbal).

(American Speech and Hearing Association, 1993)
	
· A child’s vocabulary is assessed in a picture naming task
· A child’s ability to produce a story is assessed in a narrative retell task.

	
ASPECT II
(Assessment Purpose)

	Term and definition
	Examples

	
Predict outcome: 
Identify risk of poor future outcome, predict need for intervention or identify support needs. 

(Olswang & Bain, 1996; Vaz et al., 2015; Wade, 2004; Wixson & Valencia, 2011)

	
· Support needs at school (type/level of curriculum differentiation or special education support) are identified by assessing performance in the presence of different prompts or scaffolds (i.e. dynamic assessment using graded prompting).
· Early primary school or kindergarten children are assessed on pre-literacy skills that are seen as predictive of later literacy success (to identify those who may benefit from participation in a preventive program).

	
Select intervention: 
Identify suitability for an intervention approach or select intervention targets. 

(Eadie, 2003; Newton, 2007; Paul & Norbury, 2012; Vaz et al., 2015; Wade, 2004; Westerveld & Claessen, 2014; Wixson & Valencia, 2011)
	
· An interview with parents (regarding family preferences/concerns, child’s likes/dislikes, available resources etc) assists with selection an intervention approach.
· A child’s ability to produce a range of different morphological and syntactical forms is assessed to identify the forms to be targeted in intervention.

	
Plan dosage: Predict intensity (dosage) of intervention. 

(Vaz et al., 2015; Wade, 2004; Westby, 2007)
	
The amount of intervention needed to achieve an outcome is estimated by:
· Assessing a child’s response to a short trial of the intervention (dynamic assessment in a test-teach-retest format).
· Collecting a comprehensive history regarding the child’s response to previous interventions (response to intervention). 

	
Screening: 
Identify children who may have a disorder that requires further diagnostic assessment to confirm.

(American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 2004; Dockrell & Marshall, 2015; Eadie, 2003; Paul & Norbury, 2012; Vaz et al., 2015; Wade, 2004; Westerveld & Claessen, 2014; Wixson & Valencia, 2011)
	
· Assessment is conducted to identify if diagnostic assessment should be conducted and/or the domains to be targeted in diagnostic assessment.

	
Diagnostic: 
Diagnose a condition or make a comparison with peers.

(American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 2004; Betz, Eickhoff, & Sullivan, 2013; Dockrell & Marshall, 2015; Eadie, 2003; Kapantzoglou, Restrepo, & Thompson, 2012; Paul & Norbury, 2012; Vaz et al., 2015; Wade, 2004; Westerveld & Claessen, 2014; Wixson & Valencia, 2011)
	
· Assessment conducted to identify the presence or severity of a diagnosis; or determine if functioning is different to peers.

	
Detect change: 
Measure change in status or monitor progress over time. 

(Eadie, 2003; Paul & Norbury, 2012; Vaz et al., 2015; Wade, 2004; Westerveld & Claessen, 2014; Wixson & Valencia, 2011)
	
· Assessment repeated at different intervals to monitor progress over time.
· Pre & post intervention assessment to document change (or no change in a control group).


	
Describe status: 
Assessment for the purpose of describing or explaining a particular aspect of a student’s functioning.

(Vaz et al., 2015; Wade, 2004; Wixson & Valencia, 2011)
	
· Communicative behaviours are described (gesture dictionary) in order to help unfamiliar communication partners understand/interpret a student’s communication behaviours. 
· An SLP assesses a student’s performance on spoken comprehension tasks to further explore reasons why others report that the student has difficulties understanding verbal information, despite the student achieving an average score on a standardised receptive language test.

	
ASPECT III
(Assessment Delivery)

	Term and definition
	Examples

	
By Person - Conducted by SLP: 
Assessment is conducted by an SLP through pre-planned observation, testing or sampling of a child’s skills. Results may be analysed at the time or may be analysed later from an audio/video recording. Others may assist with administration or technology may be used to score; however, the SLP has the primary role in planning the assessment and analysing findings.

(Kaminski, Abbott, Aguayo, Latimer, & Good, 2014; Wixson & Valencia, 2011)
	
· An SLP conducts a standardised assessment.
· An SLP transcribes and analyses a language sample that was audio-recorded earlier by a teacher.
· An SLP compares and analyses a narrative transcript with reference to a database of normative data from peers.

	
By Person - Conducted by Other: Assessment conducted by another person (teacher, another professional etc), through pre-planned observation, testing or sampling of the child’s skills. An SLP may provide training or support to the other person, or technology may be used (e.g. online stimulus materials or software that calculates test scores); however, the other person has the primary role in planning the assessment and analysing/interpreting results.

(Kaminski et al., 2014; Wixson & Valencia, 2011)
	
· A teacher assesses the phonemic awareness skills of a group of children with literacy difficulties to determine literacy intervention goals for those children.



	
Face-to-face (only for assessments conducted by a person): Assessment is conducted with the child and an assessor in the same room.

(Edwards, Stredler-Brown, & Houston, 2012; Mashima & Doarn, 2009; Waite, Theodoros, Russell, & Cahill, 2010a, 2010b)
	
· During a face-to-face interaction with a child, an SLP audio-records a language sample for later analysis.
· An SLP administers a standardised test face-to-face and scores with the assistance of scoring software.


	
ICT (only for assessments conducted by a person): Assessments is conducted with the assessor and the child communicating through ICTs (information and communication technologies). Technology that is not used for two-way communication between individuals during the assessment  is not considered ICT (e.g. audio/video recorders)

(Edwards et al., 2012; Mashima & Doarn, 2009; Waite et al., 2010a, 2010b)
	
Assessments conducted by:
· Web-conferencing (such as Skype or Zoom).
· Video-conferencing.
· Telephone. 


	
Proxy-Report: Skills are not assessed in the moment they occur, but are documented based on retrospective reports from others, such as in an interview or by completion of questionnaire/checklist. The reported information: 
- may be from a child (self-report), another professional, a caregiver, a teacher or a peer. 
- may relate to previous skills (e.g. developmental or educational history) or current abilities (e.g. current level of development; or performance in the current unit of schoolwork).

(Bishop & McDonald, 2009; Dockrell & Marshall, 2015; Schraeder, 2008; Williams, 2006)
	
· During a case history interview, a parent reports on information about a child’s history that may be diagnostically significant. 
· A teacher reports information by completing a checklist regarding the pre-linguistic behaviours they have observed the child use at school.

	
Software delivered: The child’s abilities are assessed through a predominantly computerised procedure with no (or extremely little) input from a person. Software program selects/presents tasks, records data and scores results. A person may set a child up at a computer or be present to supervise while the child sits the test. If a person is required to administer items, respond to the child’s test answers, record observations or score results; then the assessment is not categorised as software.

(Ockey, 2009; Richards et al., 2017)
	
Assessments conducted by:
· App or web-based program. 
· Computer (software) program.


	
Clinical context: Skills are assessed within a clinical context i.e. the assessment does not incorporate materials or communication partners from the day-to-day environment.
Note: This category refers to the context being assessed; not physical location.


(Schraeder, Quinn, Stockman, & Miller, 1999; Westby, 2007)
	
· A child is withdrawn from regular classroom activities for narrative assessment by an SLP using materials that the SLP has brought to the school. Although the child is at school, the assessment context is that of a clinical environment.
· An SLP administers a standardised assessment at the child’s home in a quiet room away from distractions. The assessment is conducted according to administration guidelines and does not incorporate any of the activities, materials or people that the child interacts with at home.

	
School context: 
Communication is assessed in a school (or Kindergarten) context i.e. uses communication partners, communication situations or materials that represent a school environment.
Note: This category refers to the context being assessed; not physical location.

(Nelson, 1989; Parsons, Law, & Gascoigne, 2005; Schraeder, 2008; Schraeder et al., 1999; Westby, 2007)
	
· In an interview with the SLP, a teacher describes how the child communicates with teachers and classmates during whole class lessons.
· An SLP assesses a child’s oral and reading comprehension skills using the text being studied in the current unit of English and activities similar to those used to teach the English school curriculum.


	
Home context: 
Communication is assessed in a home context i.e. uses communication partners, communication situations or materials that represent a home environment. 
Note: This category refers to the context being assessed; not physical location.

(Schraeder, 2008; Schraeder et al., 1999; Westby, 2007)
	
· During an appointment in an outpatient clinic, a parent completes a checklist based on the communication behaviours they have observed at home.
· An SLP observes a child play and read with his mother and siblings using similar toys and books as those in the child’s home. Although the child is in a clinic consultation room, the assessment context is considered to be representative of a home environment.

	
Other community context: Communication is assessed in a community context i.e. uses communication partners, communication situations or materials that represent a community environment.
Note: This category refers to the context being assessed; not physical location.
 
(Schraeder, 2008; Schraeder et al., 1999; Westby, 2007)
	
· A child describes the communication difficulties they experience when interacting coaches and teammates during extra-curricular soccer training and matches.
· A child’s skills are observed and recorded during a work experience placement (e.g. interacting with customers, taking orders and counting money).


	
ASPECT IV
(Assessment Form)

	Term and definition
	Examples

	
Standardised:  
Assessments designed to be administered and scored in a consistent manner, which is the same for all children who are assessed i.e. specific questions or tasks, clear administration and scoring guidelines, defined assessment materials and set procedures to elicit responses from the child. 

(Hegde & Pomaville, 2017; Paul & Norbury, 2012)
	
· Use of a language sampling that follows specific administration procedures, including use of set materials and specific prompts to elicit the retell from the child.

	
Non-standardised: 
Assessments that may not be administered the same way by different assessors in different conditions. Procedures for administration and scoring may be variable or may not be described well enough for consistent administration and scoring.

(Hegde & Pomaville, 2017; Paul & Norbury, 2012)
	
· Use of a language sampling procedure that does not have set administration guidelines i.e. a task that the SLP has created themselves or adapted from another resource.

	
Norm-referenced: 
Assessments that quantitatively compare a child’s score to scores from a sample of matched peers who completed the same task. These assessments should always be standardised.

(Caesar & Kohler, 2009; Paul & Norbury, 2012; Schraeder, 2008; Ukrainetz, 2015a)
	
· A child’s performance is compared to normative scores (standard scores means or percentile ranks) derived from a sample of similar peers.

	
Criterion-referenced: 
Assessments that compare a child’s performance against a pre-determined level or criterion (i.e. skills expected given a child’s age, grade or curriculum level). These assessments may or may not be standardised.

(Caesar & Kohler, 2009; Paul & Norbury, 2012; Schraeder, 2008; Ukrainetz, 2015a)
	
· A child’s performance is compared to the curriculum expectations for their year level.
· A child’s syntactical and morphological are assessed in relation to knowledge of developmental expectations.

	
Descriptive: 
Assessments designed to give descriptive or qualitative data on a child’s abilities. These assessments may or may not be standardised.

(Caesar & Kohler, 2009; Paul & Norbury, 2012; Schraeder, 2008; Ukrainetz, 2015a)
	
· A child’s narrative retell skills are described in terms of strengths and weaknesses.
· A child’s social abilities are described in terms of functional abilities observed in the classroom.

	
Static: 
Assessment procedures that are designed to measure performance at a given point in time under given conditions.

(American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 2004; Caesar & Kohler, 2009; Dockrell & Marshall, 2015; Kapantzoglou et al., 2012; Leaders Project, 2013; Peña et al., 2006)
	
· A child’s vocabulary knowledge is assessed in a picture naming task that compares performance to peers of the same age.

	
Dynamic: 
Assessment procedures designed to assess a child’s performance under varied conditions or investigate response to intervention. These describe learning potential or identify successful supports and teaching techniques. Includes:
· Test-teach-retest procedures.
· Testing the limits (response to task modification).
· Graded levels of prompting (response to different levels of prompting).

(American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 2004; Caesar & Kohler, 2009; Dockrell & Marshall, 2015; Kapantzoglou et al., 2012; Leaders Project, 2013; Peña et al., 2006)
	
· A child’s ability to learn vocabulary is assessed by having the child name a series of pictures, teaching the child the names for pictures they did not know, then retesting using the same pictures to identify response to teaching (test-teach-retest).
· A teacher re-words or explains questions to determine if poor performance is influenced by not understanding assessment questions; or the teacher modifies the task (such as providing extra visual supports) to compare performance under different conditions(testing the limits).
· The child’s performance on a task is assessed using varied levels of prompting to determine the degree of prompting required to learn a skill or successfully complete a task (graded levels of prompting).

	
De-contextualised – Hierarchical:
Naturalness of communication:
· Discrete or ‘pure’ skills are assessed, which may be used to infer functional performance. 
· If conducted by a person: Tasks are directed by the assessor, typically in a ‘test’ format.
· If proxy-reported: Skills, usually skills that the child demonstrates without support, are documented without reference to a specific communicative situation or context.
Structure of assessment:
· Assessment is highly structured. Each question or item follows on from previous questions or items in a hierarchical (usually developmental) order. 
· Presentation of subsequent tasks or questions often depends on success with earlier tasks.

(Koole, Nelson, & Curtis, 2015; Mislevy, Steinberg, & Almond, 2002; Schraeder et al., 1999; Skeat & Perry, 2008; Ukrainetz, 2015b; Westby, 2007)
	
· A parent questionnaire asks about the morphological and syntactic abilities that a child demonstrates. Questions are sequenced in order of developmental acquisition, however do not refer to particular communicative situations e.g. Does the child: speak with 3-4 word sentences; use ‘ing’ verb endings; use ‘s’ regular plural?
· An SLP assesses morphological and syntactic skills in a series of cloze questions with picture stimulus: “This girl is running, this boy is ______”, with questions presented in order of developmental acquisition.
· A teacher completes a checklist profiling a student’s pre-linguistic behaviours at school. Questions are sequenced in developmental order, however do not refer to particular communicative situations e.g. Does the student express pleasure and do they do this through facial expression, body language or gesture?; Does the student request desired items and do they do this through facial expression, body language or gesture?
 

	
De-contextualised - Non-Hierarchical: 
Naturalness of communication: 
Same as for de-contextualised – hierarchical (see above). 
Structure of assessment:
· Questions or tasks are presented one at a time in a structured manner, but do not follow a set hierarchy or sequence (questions could be administered in a different order without consequence).
· Questions or items are different from previous questions or items (tasks are not clearly identifiable as following-on from each other).

(Koole et al., 2015; Mislevy et al., 2002; Schraeder et al., 1999; Skeat & Perry, 2008; Ukrainetz, 2015b; Westby, 2007)
	
· A screening checklist asks about behaviours that may indicate language difficulties. Questions are not related to a particular context and are not presented in defined order or sequence e.g. Does the child often: appear to have difficulty thinking of names of objects?; make grammatical errors when speaking?; have difficulty following instructions with 2-3 steps?
· Knowledge of social rules is assessed through a series of questions that are not related to specific situations in which the child communicates and are not presented in a developmental sequence or hierarchy of difficulty e.g. “What might it mean if someone says “Pull-up your socks”?; “What might the doctor say when he greets a patient?”

	
Contextualised: 
Naturalness of communication:
· Skills are assessed in a meaningful communicative context. Discrete skills may be targeted, but this occurs within the broader context of a naturalistic communicative situation. 
· If conducted by a person: Tasks are directed by the assessor but occur in a naturalistic context (e.g. book reading) or a contrived scenario representative of a real situation (e.g. role play). Tasks center on a theme (e.g. a story) with topic continuity across tasks.
· If proxy-reported: The child’s skills are reported in the context of specific communicative situations or contexts i.e. how does the child communicate in a particular situation.
Structure of assessment:
· Task presentation is less structured and does not typically follow a hierarchical or developmental sequence (as the focus is on meaningful interaction).

(Koole et al., 2015; Mislevy et al., 2002; Schraeder et al., 1999; Skeat & Perry, 2008; Ukrainetz, 2015b; Westby, 2007) 
	
· A parent questionnaire assesses communication for different communicative purposes in relation to specific contexts or situations e.g. what does the child do: if they want a toy that is placed out of reach?; when they need to go to the toilet?; if a parent doesn’t understand the message they are trying to communicate?
· Syntactical skills are examined from a transcription of the child recounting their recent trip to the zoo (i.e. microstructure analysis).
· During interactive book reading activities, an SLP assesses the level of support that a child needs to answer questions. The SLP asks questions about the book using different types of questions and observes the child’s response to supports such as repetition of questions and visual prompts.
· A child’s ability to respond appropriately to others is observed whilst role-playing real-life scenarios that may occur at school.


	
Activity Focused:
Naturalness of communication:
· Directly assesses participation in, or ability to effectively communicate in, everyday activities; rather than assessing discrete skills. 
· Assessments conducted by a person: Assessment is conducted during daily-life activities, with the assessor observing or being part of the interaction rather than directing the tasks i.e. tasks are influenced by the activity or the student. 
· Proxy- reported assessments: The student’s performance in (or level of support required to complete) specific day-to-day activities is described. 
Structure of assessment:
· Does not assess skills in a hierarchical or developmental order (as the focus is on functional performance in an activity). 

(Koole et al., 2015; Mislevy et al., 2002; Schraeder et al., 1999; Skeat & Perry, 2008; Ukrainetz, 2015b; Westby, 2007)
	
· A teacher describes the level of support that a student needs to complete the writing tasks in curriculum units in English.
· A parent reports on a student’s organisational skills by describing the student’s abilities to follow their high-school timetable and plan when different assignments need to be started in order to meet different submission deadlines.
· A student’s ability to follow written instructions in recipes is investigated whilst baking a cake.
· A student’s ability to communicate for the purpose of ordering food is observed at lunchtime at the school tuck-shop.
· During playtime at school, a student’s ability to participate in imaginary play with peers is observed.
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